INTRODUCTION 


The man from Granada Television was Staying a couple of nights 
at the Holiday Inn. Tomorrow they'd be filming in and around 
the City of Culture 1990 and tonight he wanted me to talk about 
the anthology Workers City which would feature in the show. He 
had picked out some poems by Jack Withers. He confessed the 
bitterness and anger in the book had puzzled him, and the 
terrifyingly bleak landscape in which writers like Jack Withers 
oved see : m What he had so far seen of 
the city. "Glasgow," he said, "looks terrific. Think of 
Bradford or Birmingham. Or even Liverpool or Manchester. Not 
much there. There's a sparkle about Glasgow. Things are 
happening." 


But he hadn't been up to Possil or out to Drumchapel or 
Easterhouse: not much sparkle there. He hadn't heard about the 
Talbot Centre: not quite the Holiday Inn. He hadn't seen that 
grim fortress over in the Gorbals, the largest and the busiest 
Sheriff Court in Western in Europe: Glasgow, as usual, 
demanding nothing but superlatives. 


I gave him a quote from that well-dressed philanthropist Pat 
Lally in the Guardian. "We in the Labour Council have tried to 
create the conditions in which big business can flourish. We 
had difficulties persuading developers to come here, so we sold 
them prime sites at rock bottom prices and a lot of other good 
sites we just gave away for nothing." 


So, certainly, things were happening. 


Financial services the new growth industry. Shopping malls that 
“outdo the flashiest anywhere in the world". Old warehouses and 
fire stations turned into Yuppie flats with high-tech 
controlled entry systems. Wine bars, bistros with coffee and 
croissants at £3.50, floating discos, and sumptuous new hotels 
where the executive class can feel at home. 


Of course this whole core of glamour and luxury is right there 
in the centre for everybody to see. The things that vitally 
concern a poet like Jack Withers are hidden away. For the 
working-class communities are no longer at centre-stage: they 
have been broken up and the people, for the most part, herded 
out to the poverty ghettoes on the urban rim, without amenity, 
without community and without a voice. They struggle with high 
unemployment, damp-ridden houses, dereliction, drugs, a sense 
of hopelessness. They are an alienated population. 


The people in power are well aware of the social and economic 
realities of working-class life in Glasgow. They know what's 
happening all right. And to prove it they built the largest 
Court House in Western Europe, and very soon we shall have the 
largest police station as well. This is to be erected on the 
site of the old White City dog track. We are told there are 
four other new police stations in the pipeline. 


This tells us all we need to know about the new Glasgow which 
is now in the process of being born - the Glasgow that is to 
become a new tourist destination worldwide, a cultural Eden, a 
Florence on the Clyde! 


Traditionally Glasgow had little tourist appeal. We were better 
known for these other things: putrefying slums, TB, rickets, 
high infant mortality, street gangs, doss houses, strikes, 
treason trials, murders and alcoholism - the fruits of 
industrialism in a capitalist-controlled economy. We were a 
capital city in all these things. 


The industrial sector has now shrunk to a mere shadow of its 
former self, and with it has gone some of the worst of the 
miseries commonly associated with it. It was rampant capitalist 
oppression that created the evils. And, although the 
manufacturing base has narrowed, the savagery of capitalist 
greed has not lessened. It is as rampant today as it ever was. 
Tourism is big business, and big business takes no prisoners in 
its hunger for profits. 


We have long and bitter experience of the boss class in 
industry. Whatever Pat Lally may think, there is little 
justification for believing that working people will get a 
better deal in a tourist economy. Clearly millionaire 
developers will flourish. The thrusting entrepeneur will 
flourish. But the people - the people who are being made to 
foot the bill for the cosmetic surgery now being performed on 
the city's face - what's in it for them? Answer: unskilled, 
low-paid, largely part-time jobs with little or no trade union 
protection. Eden indeed. But we know for whom. 


And to top it all, they have recruited art to aid and abett 
this bankrupt vision in 1990: using the people's money to 
promote a cultural bonanza on behalf of big business. On the 
other hand, for the working-class population all we have is 
massive investment in police stations! 


Most writers and artists in Glasgow are well aware of the ugly 
reality behind the Culture City 1990 hype. They are not taken 
in by it and are quick to tell you so, in private. But far too 
many are unwilling to jeopardize their own prospects of funding 
by stating their reservations in public. They are caught up in 
the workings of a money-spinning promotion which, at heart, 
seeks only the furtherance of yet more oppression and greed. 
They are silent out of fear and eagerly grab any refuge the 
system puts on offer for those who are willing to serve and 
perpetuate it. 


A writer like Jack Withers is not so easily ensnared. His 
rebellion runs too deep for that. Everything he writes comes 
from somewhere outwith the cosy confines of the system - 
lonely, unfriendly, dangerous places: the limbo land. This is 
the post-industrial fall-out zone where the under-class in 
Glasgow live out their lives with neither refuge nor hope. Its 
real voice is seldom heard because too often what purports to 
be working-class writing is in essence nothing more than 
middle-class thinking: what Jack Withers calls the underlying 
lying: the old sentimental mish-mash of diluted Leftist 
aspirations peddled by people who desire no fundamental change 
so long as they themselves continue to benefit from the cruel 
injustices and inequalities on which the system is based. 


In Glasgow Limbo Jack Withers takes as his starting point the 
harrowing social realities which lie behind the masquerade of 
Culture City 1990. He speaks out of his own working-class 
experience with a free voice. It is a voice we should listen to 
and try to learn from. For for all its bitterness and anguish 
it points towards hope - the only real hope - for the exploited 
and the rejected in a world ruled by money. 


FARQUHAR MCLAY. 
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